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more than 35,000 records of tank cars damaged in accidents dating back to
1965.7 The records are highly detailed, indicating the number of cars
involved in the accident, the type of track and train speed, tank car design
type and placement in the train, the type of materials involved, the section
or component of the tank car that sustained damage, and other informa-
tion. The data base covers all tank cars, including those not in hazardous
materials service, which account for about half the tank car fleet.

An evaluation by the RPI-AAR of records from 1965 to 1986 has
indicated that the most common cause of tank car accident releases is
damage to fittings (Figure 3-5), which accounted for about one-third of
releases during the 22-year period. The next most common cause was shell
and head punctures, accounting for nearly one-third of the accident re-
leases. Unfortunately, the RPI-AAR data were aggregated for the entire 22-
year period; hence, more recent trends in the share of releases by source
were not given (e.g., shell, bottom fittings, head). The advent of double-
shelf couplers, head protection, and thermal protection since the 1970s
(and other safety factors) has undoubtedly altered the trend. As discussed
in more detail later in this section, pressure cars equipped with these safety
devices experienced a decline of more 90 percent in puncture releases from
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FIGURE 3-5 Sources of releases from tank cars damaged in accidents from
1965 to 1986 (RPI-AAR 1990). (During much of the period studied, few tank
cars were equipped with double-shelf couplers or head and thermal protection
systems.)